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Former dictator and retired Gen. Efrain Rios Montt, leader of the Frente Republicano Guatemalteco
(FRG), was elected president of the Guatemalan Congress in early December as the result of an
unexpected alliance with the Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca (DCG) and the Union del Centro
Nacional (UCN) parties. Rios Montt has expressed plans to build on this coalition to become
the nation's president in 1996. Rios Montt's Dec. 2 election as president of Congress for the 1995
congressional term came as a surprise to many political observers. His FRG party, which holds 32
of the 80 seats in Congress, joined with the DCG and the UCN to defeat Marco Tulio Sosa of the
Partido de Avanzada Nacional (PAN), the second strongest party in the Congress, with 24 seats. Rios
Montt replaced PAN legislator Arabella Castro de Comparini, who had been elected president of
Congress in September for the remainder of the 1994 term, ironically with the support of 13 DCG
legislators (see NotiSur, 09/23/94).
At first, given the clear majority of votes lining up behind Rios Montt, PAN members had indicated
that they would not pursue the presidency for 1995 but would work instead on obtaining leadership
positions on important legislative committees. Nevertheless, at the last minute, PAN legislator Tulio
Sosa decided to run for the president's chair. In the end, given Sosa's inability to win necessary
backing from the DCG and UCN, the PAN boycotted the congressional vote in an attempt to break
the quorum needed for the directorate election. That maneuver failed, however, since Rios Montt
supporters were able gather the 49 votes necessary to win the presidency even without PAN's
participation. In exchange for their support, Rios Montt offered DCG members a vice-presidency
spot and five secretarial posts in the Congress, while the UCN will receive several legislative
committee chairmanships.
In addition to Rios Montt's legislative ambitions, the daily newspaper Siglo Veintiuno confirmed
rumors that the general plans to run for president of Guatemala during the general elections
scheduled for November of this year. According to Siglo Veintiuno, DCG leader Alfonso Cabrera
has struck a deal with Rios Montt through which the DCG promises to endorse the general's
candidacy in the presidential elections in exchange for extensive government appointments for
DCG party members. The former dictator who came to power in a coup d'etat in March 1982 and
then ruled the country by decree until he was overthrown in another military coup in August 1983
attempted to run for the presidency of Guatemala in the 1990 elections, but his candidacy was ruled
unconstitutional since the Magna Carta bans the re-election of former presidents, as well as any
individual who previously headed a de facto government in Guatemala. He is now expected to use
his power base in the legislature to attempt to remove that constitutional provision.
According to some sources, however, the DCG alliance with Rios Montt may underscore a
different political strategy now in the works that could allow Rios Montt to circumvent the entire
constitutional prohibition against his candidacy. Allegedly, the FRG and the DCG may attempt
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to pass legislation that would pave the way for the installation of a parliamentary system of
government in Guatemala. The change to a parliamentary system was first proposed by the DCG
in 1992 to decentralize government and decrease the power of the executive. Such a strategy would
benefit both the DCG's and the FRG's individual political interests. On the one hand, Alfonso
Cabrera who unsuccessfully ran for president in 1990 and would need a major policial boost to win
elections if he ran again could run for president with Rios Montt's direct backing, which would likely
provide the political capital necessary for the DCG to win the elections. In exchange, Rios Montt
would be appointed as prime minister, which would thus skirt the whole issue of constitutional
restrictions against the general's presidential aspirations.
Meanwhile, several human rights groups have expressed outrage at Rios Montt's election as head
of Congress and the political maneuvering to promote his participation in this year's general
elections, since the general's 16-month reign from 1982-1983 was considered one of the most
repressive periods in Guatemala's history. Under Rios Montt, the army carried out a brutal antiinsurgency campaign to wipe out the guerrillas' base of social support, which resulted in the
destruction of entire villages, tens of thousands of deaths, and the displacement of an estimated
1.5 million Guatemalans. "If this nation abided by the rule of law, [Rios Montt] wouldn't even have
the opportunity to be a candidate in popular elections," read a statement published by the Mutual
Support Group for Families of the Disappeared. "Instead, he would be in jail for the numerous
human rights violations he has committed." (Sources: United Press International, 12/02/94; Agence
France-Presse, 12/05/94; Cerigua, 12/06/94; Central America Report, 12/09/94)
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